GOETHE   AS   NOVELIST
self-revealing letters which resemble the monologues and the
dialogues of a drama. In Dichtung and Wahrheit Goethe called
the epistolary form a manner of presentation resembling that of
a drama. In his next novel, Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre, this
dramatic quality yielded entirely to an6* epic" manner of presen-
tation, a treatment which was necessitated by Goethe's desire to
pay equal attention to the character and to the milieu of his hero.
After the completion of the work in 1796, Goethe corresponded
with Schiller on the differences between epic and dramatic poetry.
His views on this subject strongly resemble those on the distinc-
tions between the novel and the drama which were incorporated
in Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre. The results of this correspondence
are contained in the essay Uber epische und dramatische Dichtung
of December, 1797, in which Goethe and Schiller state that the
"rhapsodist", the archetype of the epic poet, surveying events
with serene detachment, "sollte als ein hoheres Wesen in seinem
Gedicht nicht selbst erscheinen". In Werther the author's hand is
always visible, but in Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre he achieves
almost complete objectivity. To a large extent this "serenity"
is enhanced by his ironical attitude to his own hero, an attitude
that is markedly absent in Werther.
The finer points of Goethe's "classical" novel are easily over-
looked when his irony is not appreciated. Novalis was one of the
first to observe this quality, although he attributed to it a romantic
flavour which it does not possess: "Die Philosophic und Moral
des Romanes sind romantisch. Das Gemeinste wird wie das
"Wichtigste mit romantischer Ironie angesehen und dargestellt".
At a later date he adversely criticized the novel because its purpose
ultimately was a denial of Romanticism. Novalis failed to see
that behind his ironic mask Goethe concealed a serious meaning
which is fully revealed at the end of the work, that portion of
Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre which the Romantics found most
tedious and irritating. We must not be misled by Goethe's
detached style into overlooking his profounder personal concern
in the subject of human development, the principal content of
the novel.
This problem forms an integral part of a wide range of scientific
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